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THOSE ROADS AND BRIDGES 
Genesis of Local Government in Queensland. 
[By J. W. COLLINSON, F.R.G.S.A., Hon. Life Member 
of the Historical Society of Queensland] 
(Read at a meeting of the Society on 25th March 1954) 
The task of development, even before Separation, 
was cheerfully borne by the vanguard of settlement, 
especially in overcoming the difficulties of transport. 
Pastoral occupation of the Darling Downs begun in 
1840, following the western slopes of the Great Divid-
ing Range, had in most cases maintained reasonable 
access to civilisation, crossing from one river basin to 
another on the watersheds of the large rivers. In turn 
the Darling Downs, at the head of the Condamine, and 
the upper waters of the Comet, Burnett, and the Bris-
bane Rivers were taken up. Then followed access by 
road to the sea coast. The squatters had avoided to a 
great extent crossing large rivers or high ranges, and 
travelled for the most part in open country, their 
greatest handicap being the time taken by bullock 
teams on the road. It was not uncommon for stations 
to receive stores at three to four months intervals. 
But the handicap was overcome by degrees with 
nearer access to sea ports as settlement advanced, and 
when arterial lines of railways were built westwards. 
Still later in our history, with the evolution of fast 
motor transport on modern highways, and air services, 
the old-time isolation of the outback has been con-
quered. Our all weather roads are only subject to a 
temporary setback from floods, and even then emer-
gencies can be met by air-service. 
The Early Settlers 
But with closer settlement, mostly confined to the 
coast lands the necessity for roads and bridges became 
of far more importance to the selectors of small blocks, 
whose income depended on ready and rapid access to 
markets. This disadvantage was first felt acutely in 
the settled districts of the South; this was remedied 
in some degree by railway communication, but railways 
alleviated the position only of those at no great dis-
tance from the line. Where roads or railways did not 
precede settlement, the individual effort of the settler 
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was needed to make a track to his holding, unless a 
friendly timber-getter's track was available. In some 
cases the necessity was met by joining forces to open 
up a community road. Efforts to obtain assistance from 
the Government for major works were made through 
representatives in Parliament, by deputation, through 
the press, or by resolutions made at public meetings, 
but all these efforts were limited by the money avail-
able, and even if successful did not necessarily imply 
that the most deserving cases got the first attention. 
Many instances of favoured treatment occurred. 
Grants for bridges were possible where specific re-
commendations were made on the report of an engineer 
for roads, and tenders were called. 
Road Engineers 
The Government however anticipated the urgency 
of opening up the more closely settled areas, and in 
1862, two districts were constituted under the super-
vision of the Roads and Bridges section of the Works 
Department. Road Engineers were appointed, the first 
being R. Austin, southern district, and F. E. Roberts, 
northern, i.e. Rockhampton. Later Mr. Plows was ap-
pointed to a third district. West Moreton (Darling 
Downs). Letter Book, Survey Office, 62/48 and 62/76. 
With the opening of the Port of Bowen a fourth 
district was added and F. J. Byerley was made en-
gineer for roads for the Far Northern District. He 
held this position until 1870, and was succeeded by 
Archibald Campbell Macmillan, who was prominent 
in the opening .of roads to Cooktown in 1873. Mr. Chas. 
H. MacDonald was with him as overseer of roads, and 
did much of the initial work on the opening of roads 
at Cairns in 1876 and Port Douglas in 1877. 
Municipal Institutions Act of 1858 
This legislation was passed by the New South 
Wales Government on October 27th, 1858. However, it 
had been framed to control urban, suburban, and rural 
settled districts from a municipal centre. As it was 
only passed within twelve months of Separation it may 
not have had a fair trial, but it was at once realised it 
was inadequate for the needs of the new Colony. In 
1861 it was amended in several respects, particularly in 
the power to levy rates and to borrow money. 
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Provincial Councils Act. 
In 1864 an act was passed to provide for Provin-
cial Councils by proclamation for those districts be-
yond the jurisdiction of a municipal authority. Their 
power was limited, they were not elective, and were to 
be financed with grants from the Government. One 
district only. Peak Downs, secured a Council, on the 
application of the squatters. At the first meeting the 
press was excluded; this, and the class character of 
its members, made it unpopular and after spending 
£2,000 placed to its credit by the Government it col-
lapsed, and it is significant that no other Councils were 
proclaimed. (Our First Half Century, 1909, p. 70). 
Road Trusts 
Meantime, the growing responsibility, and the dif-
ficulty of serving separate communities not provided 
for in the Municipal Institutions Act of 1864 (Self 
Government Act), prompted the Minister for Works, 
William H. Walsh, by notice in the Government Gazette 
to call for applications for the formation of Road 
Trusts, the Trusts to be elective by the people in the 
district, to act in a honorary capacity in conjunction 
with the Road Engineers, and to suggest the urgent 
needs of the district. Approved works were to be fin-
anced by a grant. Shortly afterwards a notice appeared 
in the (Gazette of the number of Boards already formed 
in the Brisbane District, and from time to time there-
after, of the system being extended. But log-rolling 
soon became apparent—each of the five members 
elected in each distict seemed to be unduly favoured 
in a road to his own property. This was at variance 
with the Government policy of the day, which policv' 
was to place the needs of the people to be dealt with 
by themselves. There were still many activities which 
were the Government's sole responsibility, such as 
highways and bridge building, stock and mail routes, 
police patrol and gold escorts, and long distance com-
munications. The operation of the Roads Trusts did, 
to a certain extent, serve a useful purpose, though 
scandals eventually pointed the way to a better system. 
As population increased it became imperative to make 
the people who used the roads to become responsible 
for their repair at the least. The passing of the Local 
Government Act of 1878 and the Divisional Boards 
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Act. of 1879 brought an end to the Roads Trusts. In 
North Queensland, in 1877 and 1878, Roads Trusts had 
been elected at Specimen Gully, Cairns, and Port Doug-
las. At Cairns, the members of the Trust were W. H. 
Collinson, W. R. Hunt, J. M. Ryan, and J. Carr. The 
first road to be opened was to (^^ordonvale, then called 
Riverstone, when a grant of £300 was used to put in 
culverts, corduroy, and cuttings in the banks at Creek 
crossings. Another grant was made for clearing the 
main streets of the town. 
Port Douglas also started with a Road Trust, 
mostly interested in the ten mile stretch to the foot of 
the range. Much, however, was left to individual effort, 
and the Cooktown Independent in 1882 had a paragraph 
praising the enterprise of the citizens of Cairns in col-
lecting money to open the track to Herberton. 
Divisional Boards 
With the establishment of the Cairns Divisional 
Board in November 1879, with its headquarters at Port 
Douglas, the Roads Trusts ceased to function. The 
Cairns sub-division, No. 1, returned two members, who 
had to travel by sea to attend the meetings at Port 
Douglas. This arrangement proved so unsatisfactory, 
that in a few months the boundaries were altered. 
Cairns was made into a separate Board, the boundaries 
adjusted from Double Island Point in the north to Point 
Cooper in the south, and the Douglas Divisional Board 
proclaimed. The first meeting of the Caims Board was 
held on the 20th July 1880. A similar set of circum-
stances led to the alteration of the Hinchinbrook Divi-
sional Board, which included a sub-division at Cardwell, 
until in 1884, Cardwell was made a separate division. 
At Cairns, the Divisional Board area included the 
town of Cairns. As time went on dissatisfaction was 
aroused, as the whole of the revenue was used to de-
velop and maintain the roads and bridges, and town 
improvements were at a standstill. On 18th July 1885, 
the town of Cairns was made a municipality, and an 
immediate improvement took place, streets were 
cleared, roadways and paths were made, and from that 
time steady progress was made in overcoming all the 
natural disadvantages of a town situated on flat un-
drained land on the seashore. 
As a boy, I saw the town in its primitive state, in 
1886, and can now visualise the unformed streets and 
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their waterholes in wet weather, the vacant allotments 
mostly ti-tree swamps and vines, the sandy tracks in 
all directions leading to Hop Wah, Edge Hill, and West 
Cairns. Drainage, reclamation, formed streets and foot-
paths, give little indication of the difficulties that had 
to be met with and overcome. The growing suburbs 
of Earlsville, West Cairns, the Airport, Stratford, and 
Lilybank show little signs to-day of the swamp lands, 
mangrove flats, and tropical scrubs of those early days. 
This process of development from primitive conditions 
to meet the growing needs of a settled community more 
or less applied to every township in its first stages of 
growth. 
Recapitulation 
At the time of Separation, the N.S.W. Municipal 
Institutions Act of 27th October 1858 was in force. 
Only one municipality had been constituted in the pro 
posed new colony, that of Brisbane, said to have been 
accelerated to provide for a fitting reception of the new 
Governor by the Mayor and corporation. Ipsvdch had 
made a petition in 1858 but was not gazetted until the 
3rd March 1860. 
The N.S.W. Act was adopted by the new colony, 
but was amended in August 1861, to incorporate ex-
tended powers to hold elections, levy rates, receive en-
dowments, and to borrow money to an amount not ex-
ceeding the estimated revenue for the three succeeding 
years. This Act was repealed with the passing of the 
Municipal Institutions (Self Government) Act of 1864. 
It had not, however, provided for the country areas, 
so at the same time another measure, the Provincial 
Councils Act of 1864 was passed. The country areas 
were sparsely populated, and this Act did not provide 
for an elected body. It remained on the Statute Book 
for many years: only one Ck)uncil was proclaimed under 
the Act, that of Peak Dovnis. Apparently that one ex-
perience was enough for the Government. In 1871, the 
Hon. W. H. Walsh, Minister for Works, by Government 
Gazette notice, established Roads Trusts, and in that 
year numerous applications were announced and 
gazetted. 
The Local Government Act of 1878, provided for 
Municipal Councils for cities, towns, and boroughs, and 
in 1«79 the Divisional Boards Act of 1879 was passed 
on October 2nd to deal with all districts not included 
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in municipalities. The country area of the colony was 
divided into divisions founded Aiore or less, on existing 
electoral divisions. The Municipal Acts were subject 
to many amendments as the control of large centres 
of population brought about increased responsibilities 
in amenities, such as water supply, health, electric 
light, transport, etc. The Divisional Board Act was 
consolidated in 1902, under a Local Authorities Act. 
Those Roads and Bridges 
The title of this paper deals with the days of 
primitive settlement in a new colony. Sparse popula-
tion, slow-moving bullock teams, great distances, delays 
by flood or drought, crossing bad country with cor-
duroy, double banking or off-loading in difficult creeks, 
rivers, or ranges were only some of the major problems 
of those times. 
